Prognostic value of cells with more than 5c DNA content in node-negative breast cancer as determined by image cytometry from tissue sections.
The aim of this investigation was to study the prognostic significance of 5c cells (presence of cancer cells with > 5c DNA content; ie, over 18 pg of DNA per nucleus) in axillary node-negative breast cancer. Tissue sections (3 microns) from 134 tumors were stained for DNA using the Feulgen method and screened for the percentage of 5c cells with the CAS 200 image analysis system (Cell Analysis System, Inc, Lombard, IL). Cancer cells with a DNA content exceeding the 5c level were found in 45% (60 of 134) of the cases, accounting for a median of 0.2% (range, 0.05% to 1.05%) of all cells. The presence of 5c cells was associated with a high histologic grade of the tumor (P = .0001), a large number of mitoses (P < .0001), flow cytometric DNA aneuploidy and high S-phase fraction (P = .0002 and P < .0001, respectively), and c-erbB-2 oncoprotein and p53 tumor suppressor gene product overexpression (P = .0002 and P = .0006, respectively). Patients with 5c cell-positive tumors had a significantly worse 8-year survival rate (P = .003) than those with 5c cell-negative tumors. Subgroup analysis showed that the presence of 5c cells had a prognostic impact in low malignancy tumors, ie, in well-differentiated (grade I or II) and slowly proliferating tumors. Our findings suggest that determination of 5c cells may be a useful additional prognostic factor in axillary node-negative breast cancer. It adds prognostic information, especially in cases that are otherwise thought to have a favorable course.